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GEORGE WASHINGTON REGIONAL TRANSPORTATION AUTHORITY  

DISCUSSION PAPER 

July 7, 2017 

 

Background:  Traffic and mobility and other transportation issues are well-known in the George 
Washington Region, caused in part by a 400% population increase in the past four decades, and by the 
lack of a corresponding increase in transportation funding.  Transportation issues consistently rank at 
the top of citizen concerns in the Region.  In the past ten years significant discussion has occurred in the 
Region, particularly at the Fredericksburg Metropolitan Planning Organization (FAMPO), around forming 
a Regional Transportation Authority to begin to solve the lack of transportation funding to address 
transport problems.  In recent months the Authority topic has re-arisen, and the FAMPO Policy 
Committee has directed staff to prepare this discussion paper to provide context to their deliberations 
on the matter. 

Authorization Control:  The General Assembly is in control of the creation of any authority and 
therefore the authorizing language to that end.  Two or more municipalities can form any Authority 
authorized. 

If the authorizing language includes any new taxes, then these must be enacted by the General 
Assembly, per the Virginia Supreme Court.  Practically speaking, this means that membership in the 
Authority (where the taxes are to be applied) must be named in the legislation.  Named municipalities 
cannot choose whether or not to have the taxes imposed at a later date.  As shown below, if 
municipalities in the George Washington Region wish to have the General Assembly authorize an 
advisory citizens vote on the idea of a new authority, then the full amount of time to actually create the 
authority may be two years.  Year one to authorize the advisory citizens vote and year two to create the 
new authority in the General  Assembly. 

Northern Virginia Transportation Authority (NVTA) and Hampton Roads Transportation 
Accountability Commission (HRTAC):  FAMPO Policy Committee members have expressed their desire 
to receive more information about the NVTA and the HRTAC (itself and authority) as they consider the 
matter of an Authority for the George Washington Region.  Hence the current section of this discussion 
paper.   

The NVTA was created in by the General Assembly in 2002 through SB576 and subsequently 
became a new Chapter 25 within Title 33.2 of the Virginia Code (“Highways and other Surface 
Transportation Systems”).  In 2013 HB2313 provided NVTA with an ongoing revenue source.  Chapter 25 
prescribes in depth nearly all facets of the NTVA in thirteen subsections as described briefly below. 

1. 2500 Creation of the Authority/Powers and Duties:   The authority is to produce a regional 
transportation plan PD8 which includes transportation improvements of regional 
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significance.  The authority may acquire, lease or otherwise build the projects listed in the 
plan.  The authority may operate facilities or operate them by agreement with others.  The 
authority may enter into agreements with public or private interests to build and operate 
facilities.  The authority may not regulate taxi cabs.  The authority may acquire land by 
purchase, lease or gift, including advance purchase.  The authority may prepare a mass 
transit plan and may contract for its implementation. 

2. 2501 Membership:  The counties of Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun and Prince William, and the 
cities of Alexandria, Fairfax, Falls Church, Manassas and Manassas Park are authority 
members. 

3. 2502 Composition of Board and Terms:  The chief elected official of each municipality or 
their designees are members.  Two members of the State House from different counties, 
appointed by the Speaker and hopefully representing appropriations and transportation, are 
members.  One member of the Senate, appointed by the Rules Committee and hopefully 
representing the finance and transportation, is a member.  Two members of the public who 
live in different counties and appointed by the Governor are members;  one of these is to be 
a CTB member, the other with experience in a transportation-related area.  Ex officio 
members are to be the DRPT Director, the VDOT Commissioner and the chief elected official 
of a town with the authority (the latter to be selected by the authority). 

4. 2503 Staff:  The authority is to employ a CEO and such other staff as it requires.  Staff may 
not be authority members.  VDOT and DRPT are to make their staff available to assist the 
authority, on request. 

5. 2504 Authority Decisions:  Quorum is obtained when a majority of member municipalities 
are present.  Voting procedures are to be defined by the authority.    Decisions of the 
authority require a two thirds vote of the entire authority present, two thirds of the 
municipalities present and must represent two thirds of the entire authority population as 
established in the latest Weldon Cooper publication.  If a municipality is the sole no vote on 
funding a project not to be located in that municipality, then the two thirds population rule 
does not apply.    

6. 2505 Allocation of Expenses among Members:  The administrative expenses of the authority 
are to be allocated among the members based on population. 

7. 2506 Payment to Board Members:  Board members are to be paid the same as General 
Assembly members engaged in legislative work between sessions, or a lesser amount as 
determined by the authority. 

8. 2507Advisory Committees:  A technical advisory committee is created and consists of nine 
members, six of whom are appointed by member municipalities and three of whom are 
appointed by the CTB Chair.  The authority is to have a planning coordination advisory 
committee to include at least one elected official from each town within the authority that 
receives VDOT street maintenance payments.  The authority may also form other advisory 
committees. 

9. 2508 Long Range Planning:  In conducting its long range planning, the authority shall 
establish transportation policies and priorities for projects.  These policies and priorities are 
to be arrived at by consensus, if possible.  They are to be guided by performance-based 
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criteria such as improved travel times, reduced delays, connecting regional activity centers, 
improving safety, improving air quality and moving the most people in the most cost-
effective manner. 

10. 2509 Authority Fund:  A special NVTA fund is created is created for PD8 on the books of the 
Comptroller.  All funds accruing to the NVTA are to be deposited in this fund.  These funds 
include but are not limited to new taxes specific to PD8 and not subject to previous state 
maximums.  These are a $.007 sales tax, a grantor tax of $.15 of each $100 of property sold, 
and a transient occupancy tax of $.02.  Funds in excess of present needs may be deposited 
in interest bearing accounts the same as for the State’s Transportation Trust Fund.  These 
funds are not to affect (diminish) other funds presently being provided to member 
municipalities, including education.    

11. 2510 Use of Revenues by the Authority:    All authority funds are to be used for 
transportation purposes benefitting member municipalities.  30% of the authority’s funds 
shall be returned directly to the municipalities, in proportion to the amount of authority 
revenues attributable to that municipality.  Each municipality may spend these funds on 
transportation projects and programs of their own choosing, including urban or secondary 
road construction, capital improvements to reduce congestion, other capital improvements 
included in the NVTA’s long range plan, and for public transit purposes, including the 
operating cost of public transit.  A locality may utilize VDOT planning, engineering, right-of-
way and construction services for projects 100% funded by the authority.  These funds may 
not be used to repay debt incurred before July 1, 2013.   
 
Virginia code already allows municipalities in PD8 to tax commercial and industrial (“C&I”) 
real estate at a rate up to $.125 per $100 of value, over and above the State maximum.  If 
the municipalities within the authority are not taxing at this maximum, then they must 
transfer into the NVTA fund on their books from another source an amount equal to that 
which the State maximum I&C tax would have yielded.  If they do not make this transfer, 
then their 30% share cited above is reduced by the amount not transferred and is 
redistributed to projects of the 70% revenue fund, below. 
 
70% of authority revenues are to be expended on projects which are selected by the 
authority and are in its regional plan.  Operating costs are not a valid use of these funds. 
 
All projects are to be completed by contractors, and public-private partnerships may be 
employed.  Engineering and right-of-way acquisition services may be provided by 
municipalities or VDOT.  VDOT, the CTB and the authority are to coordinate efforts so as to 
avoid duplication.  In relation to projects selected for funding by the authority, each 
member municipality’s approximate long term benefits must be about equal to the relative 
share of authority revenues each municipality generates.  

12.  2511 Bonds:  The authority may issue bonds or other debt it deems necessary subject to 
State law.  Tolls may not be used to securitize debt, except on the projects for which those 
tolls are imposed. 
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13. 2512 Other:  Other responsibilities of the authority include oversight of regional TDM 
programs; providing long range planning, both constrained and unconstrained; 
recommending to Federal, State and regional agencies priorities and funding allocations, 
including public-private projects;  developing air quality improvement policies in 
coordination with municipalities;  allocating funds to regional project priorities and 
overseeing those projects;  recommending to the CTB regional projects for the receipt of 
Federal and State funds;  setting and collecting dynamic tolls on facilities for which the 
authority is responsible;  possible imposition of fees and taxes allowed in State law. 

   The Hampton Roads “authority” is called the Hampton Road Transportation Accountability 
Commission (HRTAC) and was created in its present configuration by the General Assembly in 2014, as a 
new set of chapters within Title 33.2 of the Virginia Code (“Highways and other Surface Transportation 
Systems”).  The Hampton Roads Transportation Fund (HRTF), created in HB2013 in 2013, is an ongoing 
revenue source for HRTAC.  Chapters 466-476 in Title 33.2 prescribe in depth nearly all facets of the 
HRTAC as described briefly below. 

1. 466 HRTAC Established:   The Commission is established as a political subdivision of the 
Commonwealth.  The Commission is to include all counties and cities in Planning District 23. 

2. 467 Composition of Commission:  The voting members Commission are composed of the 
chief elected officer of each member jurisdiction (or their designees), as well as three 
Virginia House members (from different jurisdictions) appointed by the House Speaker and 
two Virginia Senate members (from different jurisdictions appointed by the Senate Rules 
Committee.   Terms of these members are to coincide with their respective terms of elected 
office.  Non-voting Commission members include a local CTB member appointed by the 
Governor, as well as the VDOT Commissioner, DRPT Director and Virginia Port Authority 
Executive Director (or their designees).  The Office of the Commonwealth Auditor of Public 
Accounts is to annually audit the financial accounts of the Commission, at the Commission’s 
expense. 

3. 468 Staff:  The Commission is to employ an Executive Director and such other staff as it 
requires.  Staff may not be Commission members.  VDOT and DRPT are to make their staff 
available to assist the Commission, on request. 

4. 469 Commission Decisions:  A quorum is obtained when a majority of the Commission, 
including a majority of member municipalities, are present.  Voting procedures are to be 
defined by the Commission.    Decisions of the Commission require a two thirds vote of the 
entire authority present, two thirds of the municipalities present and must represent two 
thirds of the entire Commission population as established in the latest Weldon Cooper 
publication.  If a municipality is the sole no vote on funding a project not to be located in 
that municipality, then the two thirds population rule does not apply.  

5.  470 Budget and Allocation of Expenses:  In addition to an annual budget, the Commission is 
required to prepare a ‘funding plan’ for four and six years; this would coincide with the 
Statewide Transportation Plan and the Six Year Program developed by the Commonwealth.  
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The administrative and operating expenses of the authority are to be provided from other 
sources or from the HRTF.   

6. 471 Authority to Issue Bonds:  The Commission may issue bonds as needed, subject to 
existing requirements in Commonwealth law.  Bonds for toll facilities are also limited to 
existing requirements in law.   

7. 472 Powers of the Commission:  The Commission may set and collect tolls allowed under 
State and Federal guidelines to fund transportation capacity expansion or congestion 
reducing projects.  The tolls collected may be used alone or in conjunction with other 
Commission revenues.  All tolls are to be collected electronically, and signage is to be 
provided to educate system users how the tolls are being spent. 

8. 473 Additional Powers:  The Commission has the following additional powers, 
-To sue and be sued; 
-To adopt a seal; 
-To buy insurance (but not to forego sovereign immunity); 
-To establish bylaws, rules and regulations; 
-To accept all sorts of funding from public and private entities; 
-To acquire and own or sell property; 
-To acquire and construct highways, bridges and tunnels; 
-In consultation with the CTB and local governments, to work on highways, bridges and 
tunnels within PD 23, and to acquire property to that end; 
-To enter into agreements or leases with public or private entities for the operation and 
maintenance of bridges, tunnels, transit and rail facilities and highways; 
-To execute such agreements as are required to carry out the Commission’s powers and 
duties; 
-To employ such labor as is required to carry out the Commission’s powers and duties; 
-To exercise the powers of transportation district commissions and to adhere to 
Commonwealth law regarding local governments. 

9. 474 Status as a Responsible Public Entity for the Purposes of the Public-Private 
Transportation Act of 1965:  The Commission is given this designation. 

10. 475 Interaction with CTB and VDOT:   The CTB and VDOT are required to continue to 
perform maintenance, operations and other work being performed in PD 23 prior to July 1, 
2014.  This can be changed if the Commission, CTB and VDOT agree. 

11. 476 Use of Revenues by the Authority:    The Commission’s revenues derive in part from 
tolls, private sector agreements and grants.  However a major source of other revenue is a 
.7% sales tax and a 2.1% motor fuel tax dedicated to the Commission, which together raised 
over $150 million for the Commission in FY2016.  The only caveat on the expenditure of 
these funds is that they be expended on expanding the capacity of highway, bridges and 
tunnels in PD 23.  The Hampton Roads Transportation Planning Organization (the MPO) is to 
support the Commission with staff, for which the Commission is to compensate the MPO.  
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Projected Revenues for the George Washington Region:  Based on the NVTA tax structure 
authorized in its founding legislation (sales tax, grantors tax, transient occupancy tax), a Regional 
authority which includes all five George Washington Region municipalities would raise about $50 million 
or so annually in new transportation revenues over the next twenty-five years, or about $1.3 billion or 
so.  According to the 2040 Long Range Plan, without any new Authority funds, the George Washington 
Region will receive about $1.2 billion in combined Federal, State and local funding to cover highway 
construction and reconstruction, transit capital improvements, ongoing transit operations, and bicycle 
and pedestrian facility improvements through 2040.  Highway maintenance is funded separately, and, 
according to State statute, is composed of dedicated funds.  The City of Fredericksburg maintains its 
own roadways, and these State revenues are also not included here. 

Projected Needs in the George Washington Region:  Excluding highway maintenance, the 2040 
FAMPO Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP) shows the cost of needs for highway construction and 
reconstruction, transit capital, transit operations, and bicycle and pedestrian improvements at about 
$10 billion.  This of course leaves a great gap between revenues and needs, brought on by a 
combination of the Region’s rapid population growth and the lack of corresponding transportation 
investments. 

Managing Needs Against Revenues:  To help manage this funding gap, and to build public 
confidence that scarce transportation resources are being invested in the best projects, several years 
ago, after much discussion and debate, FAMPO adopted an objective project prioritization process for 
its Long Range Plans.  This prioritization process is fairly simple and understandable by the public.  What 
it does is to sort projects by their respective functional classification, so similar projects compete with 
one another.  Projects are then evaluated and scored by their demonstrated ability to address issues like 
safety, congestion, environmental impacts, access, community support, etc. and are scored on a scale of 
1-100, with the higher the score the better.  The FAMPO Policy Committee then takes the available 
resources and allocates them among the various functional classifications.  Projects within each 
classification are then ranked against each other.  Since the FAMPO prioritization model is very close to 
the State model used in the Smart Scale Program, but some differences do exist, it will be up to FAMPO, 
in consultation with the State to minimize or eliminate these differences going forward. 

The result of this process is that all of the projects in the LRTP are listed, scored and ranked from top to 
bottom.  In the case of the 2040 LRTP, out of the $10 billion in identified needs, the first $1.2 billion 
worth of projects were then recommended for funding, because $1.2 billion was all of the funding 
available during the life of the 2040 Plan.   

Because of this and other factors (balanced local budgets in the face of extreme growth, excellent bond 
ratings, successful GWRC audits, successful FAMPO Certification Reviews, etc.), it is clear that George 
Washington Region elected officials are good stewards of scarce transportation resources, and therefore 
undue restrictions placed on the use of authority funds by the General Assembly, such as constraints on 
operating costs, should be avoided. 
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 General Assembly Action:   If GWRC and FAMPO conclude that creation of an authority should 
be recommended to the General Assembly, then that recommendation should contain the following 
provisions: 

1. Advisory Voting:  Before any creation of a new authority, and the General Assembly should 
authorize a non-binding advisory vote among the PD16 municipalities, to test public attitudes 
toward an authority.  This means that actual creation of an authority would take two full annual 
sessions, with the advisory vote in year one, and creation of the authority in year two. 

2. Tax Structure:  The tax structure should be the same as that currently imposed by the NVTA. 
3.  Regional/Local Revenues:  No recommendation is offered here.  In Northern Virginia 30% of 

funds are returned to local governments.  In Hampton Roads the Commission controls all the 
funds but delivers a local grant program with VDOT and contractor support.  

4. Use of Authority Funds:   As shown above, the Authority should be given broad flexibility in the 
use of funds, including paying the public transportation operating costs. 

5. Organization of the new Authority:  the Authority should determine its own organization, 
including its voting structure, although the General Assembly may wish to designate which local 
governments and other potential groups (VDOT, DRPT, General Assembly, etc.) may be 
represented. 

6. In general, if the George Washington Region is to pursue creation of a Transportation Authority, 
then the tax structure of Northern Virginia is recommended.  At the same time Hampton Roads 
has a very economical division of responsibilities.  This is to say that, in Hampton Roads, the 
MPO, develops the long range plan of projects and prioritizes them on behalf the Commission.  
HRTAC provides a Long Range Plan and a six year expenditure plan, which the MPO and the 
State utilize to prepare their Long Range Plan and their Six Year Improvement Program.   VDOT 
and DRPT assist HRTAC and local governments with developing projects through their various 
phases. 
 
So the job of the Commission is to work with its partners, build agreed upon projects and 
manage its investments and financing.  This division of responsibilities adopted in Hampton 
Roads is simple and attractive and is recommended for the George Washington Region going 
forward. 

Regional Action:  During consideration of the new Authority, the following Regional activities are 
recommended for elected officials and staff: 

1.  Reach Out to the General Assembly:  Members of the Region’s State delegation should be 
contacted to develop support.  The Region’s project prioritization process and its proven 
management record should be emphasized.  Interest groups should be encouraged to become 
involved.  A Regional presence should be established in Richmond throughout General Assembly 
consideration.  This presence should be coordinated by Eldon James. 

2. Make Key Authority Issues Known Prior to the Local Advisory Votes:  Just as with the General 
Assembly, Regional residents should be familiarized with the prioritization process and the 
resulting list of ranked projects.  In this fashion people will have a better understanding of what 
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they are to receive in exchange for increased taxes.  Similarly the strong management track 
record Regional governments should be emphasized, to build public confidence that Authority 
funds will be well-administered.  Interest groups can and should be brought into this outreach. 

3. Organize the New Authority:  The Authority will need to be organized with by-laws, leadership, a 
voting structure, etc.  In terms of the voting structure, a number of models exist, including the 
NVTA, the HRTAC, PRTC, the VRE Operations Board, other Authorities around the country, etc.  
In addition, member governments could loan the Authority seed money to provide for initial 
staffing and office spaces, until the Authorities cash flow is established. 

 


